
Indoor gardening can introduce a
wide array of benefits into your home
and office, from decoration and fra-
grance to fresh-cut culinary herbs.
Unfortunately, indoor plants can also
introduce annoying pests and other
unforeseen problems, especially if
some of those plants were brought
indoors to overwinter.

There is nothing more disheartening
for the indoor gardener than to see a
swarm of whiteflies hovering around
a prized plant, or to see the tell-tale
webbing of minuscule spider mites on
curled, yellow foliage.

The first step to ensuring plant
health, especially with plants you have
brought in from the cold, is sanita-
tion.  Take each pot and check it thor-
oughly for hiding varmints.  If the
entire rootmass can be slipped out of
the pot intact — soil, roots, and all
— remove it and look for stowaway
insects, like grubs, slugs, or ants. Use
a soft brush and hot water and clean
the outside and bottom of the pot.
This helps remove any eggs or egg
cases, as well as mold.

Using sharp scissors or pruning
shears, remove any dead or dying
vegetation, and cut off fading flow-
ers.  Do not just yank out leaves
which look sickly.  Make sure that
nothing is left decaying atop the soil
surface, such as old leaves, twigs, or
other organic matter.  These materials
can harbor insect pests and eggs.

Next, in your sink or shower,
depending on the size of the plant,
spray down all the foliage, especially
the underside of leaves, to rinse off
any potential insects.  You may well
want to repeat this step every month
or so.  Remember that rain not only
waters plants, but also cleans off dust
and other pollutants.  To compensate,
you can provide a nice, warm shower.

In fact, mimicking Mother Nature is
the real key to maintaining healthy
indoor plants.  While nature provides
outdoor plants with rain and breezes,
humidity, light, decomposer organisms,
and beneficial insects to help keep pests

in check, that job is all yours indoors.
Another safe practice is to quarantine

any new plant arrivals, either purchased
or brought indoors, from your regular
indoor plant population for a couple of
weeks, just to make sure.  Think of it as
a horticultural Ellis Island.

Finding an appropriate location for
your indoor plants, or finding appro-
priate plants for a specific location,
requires some consideration and
research.  Each plant has individual
needs for light: diffused-light plants
can actually get scorched in a window
with southern exposure, and sun-
lovers will languish, and may perish,
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in a dark corner.  Do not try to force a
plant into the wrong space.  Similar
to outdoor situations, you will find
that as the plant's health declines, the
likelihood of a pest problem will
increase dramatically.

With very few exceptions, most
plant problems emerge from over-
feeding and overwatering.  During
the winter months, plants should
almost never be fed fertilizer, and
watering should be kept to a mini-
mum.  And migrant plants also typi-
cally prefer cooler temperatures, par-
ticularly at nighttime. Check with a
plant guide for specific instructions.
Lanky plants sitting around with
soggy potting soil are prime candi-
dates for pest infestations, especially
pesky fungus gnats and varied strains
of mildew, all of which prefer damp
soil conditions.

Dry, unmoving air is also a problem,
especially for some larger foliage
plants. If many of your plants are
grouped together in a single room,
you may find that a slowly revolving
ceiling fan can help create enough of
a "breeze" to keep pests at bay.

Also, consider using a tray filled
with damp gravel or pebbles under
plants to raise the humidity to a
healthy semi-tropical level. It is impor-
tant, though, to rinse and clean those
pebble-filled trays periodically, and
generally never let any plant sit in a
saucer filled with water.  That situa-
tion is bad for the plant, good for
pests, and can even lead to some
unpleasant odors and airborne molds.

Despite your best efforts at sanita-
tion, care and feeding, you may still
encounter some pests.  This does not
make you a bad indoor gardener.

However, you will have to take
Mother Nature's place and become a
predator yourself, unless you really
want to release several hundred lady-
bugs in your living room.

Fortunately, most pest problems can
be managed safely and easily — and
without toxic pesticides.  The shower
or rinsing method should certainly be
a first line of attack, where feasible.
The majority of insect pests hate
water.  Other approaches involve dip-
ping or "soap baths," which is akin to
a whirlpool bath for smaller plants.
For larger plants, spraying is the most
effective approach, especially using
some simple household products.

Dipping can take place in a bucket or
a sink, although you'll need a strainer to
ensure that dirt and leaves will not clog
the drain.  Mix several teaspoons of
mild dishwashing liquid (not dishwash-
ing detergent!) with a gallon or two of
warm water.  Hold the rootball of the
plant in the pot and dip all of the
foliage and stems into the solution.
Feel free to swirl the plant around, and
dunk up and down.  The agitation will
help dislodge pests.  Any remaining
pests will find the soap covering their
bodies hard to live with — and breathe
through.  Do not rinse off the soap film.

This same formula can be used in a
spray bottle for larger plants.  In both
cases, you may want to repeat the
process every week or so until there is
no sign of infestation.

A more potent version of this soap
spray calls for one teaspoon of soap
mixed with a quart of warm water
and several tablespoons of rubbing
alcohol.  The alcohol joins with the
fatty acids of the soap to help pene-
trate the insect's cuticle, ultimately

dehydrating the bug.  Never use
alchohol by itself, as it can harm
foliage, and on more tender plants,
use a very dilute mix and test it on
several leaves before spraying the
entire plant.

Powdery mildew, which frequently
attaches itself to miniature roses and
rosemary, can similarly be treated using
a simply household spray of warm
water, several tablespoons of baking
soda, and several tablespoons of dish-
washing liquid, which serves as a wet-
ting agent.  Again, this treatment will
need to be repeated periodically.

Other sprays and dips for special
pests and applications can be created
using garlic and onion, if you want to
raid your pantry, mineral oil, and even
commercially-manufactured insectici-
dal soaps, most of which will tout
their organic and safe nature.  You
will find recipes for these formulations
in most indoor plant guides and pub-
lications dedicated to organic garden-
ing and integrated pest management.

The important thing to remember is
to prevent pests from becoming prob-
lems in the first place.  And if they do
become a problem, there are safe,
simple solutions.  The use of aerosol
sprays and dangerous pesticides is
almost never appropriate, and they
can clearly pose a health risk to you,
your family, and your pets.  Wouldn't
it be nicer to just share a shower with
your schefflera?

The GreenMan Show is produced

for County Cable Montgomery by

the Department of Environmental

Protection (DEP) and the Office of

Public Information.

It airs daily on

Cable Channel 6

and can also be

viewed on the Internet. For a complete schedule and online

access, visit www.greenmanshow.com.

Joe Keyser is the author of the GreenMan column for

the Gazette Newspapers in Maryland, and also host of The

Greenman Show. A downloadable library of previous envi-

ronmental articles. columns, and reviews are available online

at greenman.askdep.com. Print copies are also available by

contacting DEP at the following locations:

Montgomery County 
Department of 
Environmental Protection
255 Rockville Pike, Suite 120

Rockville, MD 20850

240.777.7770 fax 240.777.7765

email: help@askdep.com

www.askdep.com



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


